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measured by these rates of false activations, is generally between 2 and 6 percent. 
Nationwide, false alarms account for somewhere between 10 and 25 percent of all 
calls to police.2 For many U.S. police agencies, false burglar alarms constitute the 
highest-volume type of call for service. In the United States alone, “solving the 
problem of false alarms would, by itself, relieve 35,000 officers from providing an 
essentially private service.”3 

During the 1990s, consolidation within the alarm industry changed the way 
alarm companies delivered services. Larger companies purchased smaller ones, 
and a number of alarm monitoring companies moved, sometimes out of state, to 
achieve economies of scale. For example, a company in Texas might monitor the 
alarms of tens of thousands of customers in Utah or other distant states.† When 
an alarm goes off, the monitoring company calls the owner. If no one answers 
or the person who answers gives the wrong prearranged code, the monitoring 
company calls the police, expecting them to respond.‡ 

An estimated 32 million security alarm systems have been installed in the 
United States,4 and most of these are monitored. The industry adds roughly 3 
million new systems each year.§ Sixty percent of those are in residences, the rest 
in commercial and institutional properties.5 Alarm industry statistics indicate 
that the average security system costs between $100 and $1,200, depending 
on its complexity, and monitoring fees average about $35 per month. Some 
security companies offer free alarm systems because the monthly monitoring fee 
alone produces strong profits for the industry. At least one of every seven U.S. 
businesses and one of every five U.S. residences have alarms.6 The recent trend 
of wiring new residential construction with alarm capacity has the potential 
to significantly increase the number of alarm calls in the coming decade. 
Consequently, even those police agencies with recently enacted false alarm 
policies and ordinances should revisit their approach; otherwise, their workload 
may be further consumed with false alarm calls.¶ 

†	 The mergers also mean that alarm systems originally installed and serviced by one company may now be serviced by another. 
Many politicians, fearful of alienating their local security industry, often initially support police response to all alarms. However, 
the monitoring companies they are supporting may not be local at all.
‡	 A few alarm companies still respond as part of their contract with customers, but this is rare.
§	 Estimates of the number of new alarms installed differ (see Hakim and Blackstone 1997; Spivey and Cobb 1997; Blackstone, 
Hakim, and Spiegel 2000; and National Burglar & Fire Alarm Association 2005).
¶	 Arlington, Texas, between 1985 and 2001, the number of police responses to residential alarm calls increased 494 percent, 
and commercial alarm calls increased 186 percent, with 99 percent proving false. In 2001, alarm calls accounted for 19 percent 
of all dispatched calls for service (White 2002).
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•	 How many residential and commercial alarm systems are operable in your jurisdiction, 
and what is the anticipated growth rate for alarm installation?

•	 At what rate do police catch burglars at alarm calls? 
•	 What are the numbers of false alarm calls from businesses, residences, and 

governmental, public, or semipublic premises (such as schools, city labs, museums, and 
city storage yards)?

•	 Are there any identifiable patterns for commercial alarm calls, such as at opening and 
closing times or during the holidays? (This indicates that alarm companies must educate 
specific groups of alarm owners.) 

•	 Are there any identifiable patterns for residential alarm calls, such as the frequency of 
alarm calls that are cancelled by the owner (or alarm company) within 15 minutes of 
the initial activation? (This indicates the alarm company’s responsibility for educating 
owners about proper alarm operation.) 

•	 Do some alarm companies have higher false alarm rates than others?
•	 What does a review of websites for alarm companies in your area suggest about the 

accuracy of their claims when trying to gain new customers?
•	 What does a review of alarm company policies and contracts suggest about alarm 

companies’ obligations to alarm owners?
•	 Has your department identified jurisdictions that have successfully reduced their total 

number of false alarms, not just their rates per system (see “Responses to the Problem of 
False Burglar Alarms,” on page 19, for examples)?

•	 Has the department interviewed alarm company personnel to determine their 
perspectives on the false alarm problem, and their openness to new solutions? Has the 
alarm industry done an analysis to determine the most failure-prone parts of the systems 
installed in the area, or why so many alarm users make mistakes in activating and 
deactivating their alarms? 

•	 Has the department interviewed groups of property owners (with and without alarms) 
to determine their perspectives on the false alarm problem, and their openness to new 
solutions?

•	 Has the department met with police union or police association leaders to determine 
their perspectives on the false alarm problem, their openness to new solutions, and their 
willingness to support a new approach?
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This approach may be most feasible in more populous areas: jurisdictions with few 
alarm customers scattered over a large area may have difficulty securing a private 
resource that can deliver satisfactory and cost-effective response times.22 However, in 
all likelihood, police in those jurisdictions have long response times to these alarm 
calls. In cities adopting verified response, insurance companies continue to provide 
discounts to alarm owners, as it is the monitoring itself, not whether it is done by 
police or private security, that appears to matter.23 Over the past few years, between 20 
and 25 U.S. cities have adopted this approach, and several police agencies in Canada 
have done so as well. 

The International Association of Chiefs of Police (supported by the National Burglar 
& Fire Alarm Association and the Central Station Alarm Association) recommends 
an approach to reducing false alarms that includes, among other things, telephone 
(or other electronic) verification by alarm companies and notification to alarm 
owners every time their alarm activates.24 The difference between this approach and 
verified response is that the latter requires the alarm company to make visual or video 
verification, eliminating the police response to almost all false alarms. Common 
arguments against using alarm company personnel to verify alarms are that the public 
expects a police response and police are better trained than private security to respond 
to such situations.25 In addition, some mass media reports of verified response policies 
are characterized in a light unfavorable to police, creating the impression that police are 
providing less effective service. 

The majority of police agencies that adopted verified response had to withstand 
significant resistance from the alarm industry. The alarm industry has defeated verified 
response proposals in many other cities. Adopting a verified response policy requires 
an investment in educating political leaders, the public, and interested parties (alarm 
companies, police unions, and the media) about the costs and benefits of a modified 
response. It also requires alarm companies’ availability for initial response to alarms. 
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2.	 Charging a fee for service for all false holdup, duress, and panic alarms. When 
an alarm is personally activated (as in a holdup, duress, or panic alarm), gaining 
additional verification before dispatching a police officer is unrealistic. Even though 
these calls would seem the most likely to be true, many will also be false. As a result, 
a fee for service is charged for false holdup, duress, and panic alarm calls both so 
that police do not have to absorb the costs of false calls and to encourage responsible 
handling of these alarms. Salt Lake City, Utah, has adopted a fining approach to 
reduce the number of false holdup, duress, and panic alarms. In the United Kingdom, 
a combined approach of fines, eventual loss of police service, and device reengineering 
is used to reduce technology-related false alarms.26 Each department should conduct a 
separate analysis of holdup, duress, and panic alarms to identify the size and scope of 
the local problem.

3.	 Responding to holdup, duress, and panic alarms only if they come from a 
building. This approach is intended to stem the burgeoning use of mobile personal 
alarms and should be used in addition to the strategies discussed above.† New 
technology has prompted entrepreneurs to market mobile alarms: some handheld, 
some worn on clothing, others in automobiles. If police response is promised as part 
of these advances, the volume of false alarm calls could increase dramatically. To 
combat this potential problem, police agencies can adopt policies providing for police 
response only when an alarm originates from a building. Salt Lake City’s ordinance 
includes a section to address this problem, but again, a separate analysis of this 
problem is recommended.‡ 

†	 Those panic devices police provide to victims of ongoing crimes, such as stalking, may be exempted.
‡	 False duress calls from cell phones are similar to the problem of false mobile personal-alarm calls. With the advent of E911 
Phase 2, which reveals the location of cell phone users calling 911, police agencies will face the dilemma of whether to respond 
to cell phone hang-up calls to 911. Most of these hang-ups are the result of unintentionally dialing 911. The 911 operator hears 
no caller and has to decide whether to dispatch an officer. In essence, these are the equivalent of false burglar alarms. For more 
information about this particular problem, see the POP guide titled Misuse and Abuse of 911.
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www.theiacp.org/documents/pdfs/Publications/nonswornalarmresponderguidelines.pdf
www.theiacp.org/documents/pdfs/Publications/nonswornalarmresponderguidelines.pdf
www.siacinc.org/documents/IACP-PSLC%20Documents/IACP-verified%20response%20position%20letter.pdf
www.siacinc.org/documents/IACP-PSLC%20Documents/IACP-verified%20response%20position%20letter.pdf


www.lapdonline.org/organization/bpc/commission_investigation/alarm/ alarm_faqs.htm
www.lapdonline.org/organization/bpc/commission_investigation/alarm/ alarm_faqs.htm


www.popcenter.org/Library/Goldstein/2001/01-55(F).pdf
www.popcenter.org/Library/Goldstein/2001/01-55(F).pdf
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Got a Problem? We’ve got answers!
Log onto the Center for Problem-Oriented Policing website at  
www.popcenter.org for a wealth of information to help you deal 
more effectively with crime and disorder in your community, 
including:

•	 Recommended readings in problem-oriented policing  
and situational crime prevention

•	 A complete listing of other POP Guides

•	 A listing of forthcoming POP Guides

Designed for police and those who work with them to address 
community problems, www.popcenter.org is a great resource for 
problem-oriented policing.

Sponsored by the U.S. Department of Justice, Office of Community 
Oriented Policing Services (the COPS Office).

Center for Problem-Oriented Policing
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